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«wo days after Iowans filed to the polls in 1895 
to vote in state elections, the Davis City Ad­
vance of Decatur County, Iowa, offered read­
ers some simple advice: "Get ready for '96." 
As the Advance crowed about setbacks suf­
fered by Democrats in the recent balloting, it claimed 
momentum for the Populists in the upcoming presiden­
tial and congressional elections. But the comment also 
foreshadowed a remarkably energetic and colorful year 
of political journalism in Decatur County.
The presidential campaign of 1896 pitting William 
Jennings Bryan against William McKinley came during 
a period of change and economic tumult in Decatur 
County. Hilly terrain and a lack of rich topsoil meant 
that Decatur and its neighboring counties along the 
Missouri border ranked among the poorest in the state. 
Nonetheless, Decatur County, like most of the rest of 
Iowa, had enjoyed steady growth in the decades after 
the Civil War. That trend continued in the first half of 
the 1890s, when the county's population increased by 6 
percent. In 1895 Graceland College held its first classes 
in Lamoni, the center of the Reorganized Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter Day Saints and the county's second-larg­
est town, with a population of 1,153. The following year, 
the 1,651 residents of Leon, the county seat and largest 
town in the county, looked forward to communicating 
by telephone with Des Moines, Council Bluffs, and 
Omaha. The Methodists of Garden Grove were build­
ing a new church. In Davis City, the town council voted 
to expand the city's sidewalks.
The Panic of 1893, however, cast a long shadow over 
this period of growth, posing serious challenges to 
Decatur County farmers and the businesses that 
depended on them. The stock market crash of 
that year led to the failure of major businesses 
and investment houses throughout the United 
States. Banks and other financial institutions 
collapsed in record number, setting off seri­
ous financial distress across the country. The 
depression hit farmers particularly hard 
because it came at a time of declining com­
modity prices.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
Decatur County's recovery from the de­
pression proceeded unevenly. A Leon bank 
proudly advertised in 1894 that it had sur­
vived "the worst financial panic ever 
known to the present generation." A year 
later, the Advance observed that many farm-
ers had not been so lucky. Reviewing the state of com­
modity prices, the paper scoffed: "Prosperity, you bet." 
As the presidential election approached, the depression 
and its aftermath remained a troubling reality for many 
Decatur County residents.
Despite the Panic of 1893, the strength of the Re­
publican Party in Iowa left most of the state immune to 
the agrarian revolt that swept Populists to power in 
nearby Plains states. Populism prospered, however, in 
Decatur County, where voters had long been attracted 
to insurgent third-party movements. In 1881, the gu­
bernatorial candidate of the Greenback Party received
«/
23 percent of the vote in Decatur County, nearly equal­
ing the 26 percent garnered by the Democratic standard- 
bearer. More than a decade later, in 1892, the Populist 
presidential candidate, James B. Weaver of Iowa, re­
ceived 11 percent of the vote in Decatur County. The 
combined Populist-Democratic percentage of the vote 
in the county that year narrowly topped the 49 percent 
received by President Benjamin Harrison, who lost na­
tionwide to Democrat Grover Cleveland.
The Populists backed a platform that called for some 
fairly radical solutions for the time, such as government 
ownership of railroads, an income tax, and the unlimited 
coinage of silver. The movement's real goal, however, 
was not overhauling American societv along socialist 
lines but protecting the economic position of farmers
William Jennings Bryan (left) and William McKinley 
(right) faced off in the I 896 U.S. presidential election.
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and laborers. "Many wage earners by 1892 were con­
vinced that their pockets were being picked by giant 
corporations and their lackeys in government," histo­
rian Ray Ginger writes. "Lots of farmers felt the same 
way."
By the mid-1890s, Populists were firmly established 
as a potent political force in Decatur County. In 1894, 
the Democrat-People's Party unsuccessful fusion can­
didate for Congress gained a larger portion of the vote 
in Decatur County than in the district as a whole. In 
1895, the Populist gubernatorial candidate received 13 
percent of the votes cast in Decatur County—five points 
ahead of his statewide percentage—and outpolled the 
Democratic gubernatorial candidate in several town­
ships. The showing of the Populists in Decatur County 
led the David City Advance to ask in its post-election 
analysis: "Who said the pops were dead?"
C ontributing to Decatur County's politicalvolatility, a vigorous and varied collection of weekly newspapers developed to serve the county's readers. No fewer than 11 lo­cally published newspapers brought the 
news of the day to Decatur County's 16,639 residents in 
the mid-1890s. Five stand out as particularly significant.
In the county seat of Leon, where two papers fought 
for dominance, Republican Millard F. Stookey edited 
the Decatur County Journal. Stookey had lived in Leon 
since 1877. In 1893, along with his cousin, he took con­
trol of the Journal, which routinely skewered Democrats 
and championed Republicans. Stookey's main rival in 
Leon was O. E. Hull, publisher of the Leon Reporter. Hull 
bought the paper with a partner in 1887 and assumed 
full control in 1890. He proudly—and accurately— 
claimed that the Reporter was "the only Democratic pa­
per in Decatur County."
Just 15 miles away, in Lamoni, residents could also 
choose between two papers promoting divergent views. 
The College City Chronicle became an energetic advocate 
for the Republicans, reflecting the views of its editor 
and publisher, W. H. Deam, a self-described lifelong sup­
porter of the party of Lincoln. Deam and the Chronicle 
fought for supremacy in Lamoni with the Independent 
Patriot, edited by local educator Daniel F. Lambert. The 
Independent Patriot steered clear of party affiliation, mak­
ing it unique among Decatur County papers. Yet 
Lambert's paper did not hesitate to wade into the con­
troversies of the day—particularly those involving cur­
rency—with great energy.
In Davis City, roughly halfway between Leon and 
Lamoni, the leading paper stoutly supported the inter-
STILL BECCINC FOR BREAD.
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“Yes, Good Times Are Here,” chides this cartoon in Decatur 
County’s Davis City Advance in mid-July I 895. The I 890s were 
divisive times, economically and politically, and Decatur Coun­
ty’s I I newspapers did not shy away from partisanship.
ests of the Populist Party. The Davis Cih/ Advance was 
owned and edited for much of the period by Charles A. 
Wickes, a local businessman who was no stranger to 
controversy. He had been expelled from the Reorganized 
Church of Latter Day Saints and later published a sec­
tarian newspaper in Davis City that promoted the in­
terests of a church faction. Wickes sold the Advance in 
the spring of 1895 but reacquired the paper in 1896. 
Throughout the period, the Advance energetically ad­
vocated Populist positions.
The multiplicity of editorial voices in Decatur 
County reflected the changing nature of American jour­
nalism at the end of the 19th century. By the mid-1890s, 
newspapers had evolved from purely partisan under­
takings published solely to advance the interests of a 
political party or faction, into businesses whose success 
or failure depended on their ability to attract readers 
and advertisers. The trend toward what historian Gerald 
Baldasty has called the "commercialization" of news 
was apparent in the content of the county's newspa­
pers, which carried serialized novels, sports, and na­
tional and international news. The Journal and the 
Chronicle, for example, featured the sermons of the Rev. 
T. DeWitt Talmage, the nationally renowned preacher 
from Washington, D.C. The Journal ran Heart of the World,
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by H. Rider Haggard, author of King Solomon's Mines. 
The Reporter published a mid-winter "Baseball Letter" 
with "gossip of the national game" for sports-starved 
readers. Many of the papers offered discounted sub­
scriptions on the local paper and major newspapers 
from the East or Chicago.
This movement toward the commercialization of 
news did not mean, however, that editors had aban­
doned older editorial traditions of political advocacy. 
Indeed, "partisanship reflected newspaper market varia­
tion," Baldasty writes. "Where partisanship paid . . .  it 
flourished." Decatur County's newspapers often explic­
itly linked partisan orientation to business success. 
Under the headline of "Populists, Attention," the Ad­
vance in June 1895 detailed a discounted subscription 
offer. "A few minutes work would get up a club of short 
time subscribers at ten cents each," the paper noted. The 
following year, the journal urged Republicans to sub­
scribe and ask friends and neighbors to do the same. 
The prospect of courthouse business doled out to 
friendly publishers added another economic consider­
ation to political advocacy. In November 1896, the Re­
porter complained that the journal "has for many years 
been enjoying undisputed all the advantages to be had 
in the way of county patronage by reason of the county 
offices being filled with republican officials. If it had 
not been for this patronage the Journal would have had
a hard road to hoe." Local publishers and editors often 
saw partisanship as a tool for building profitable news­
papers.
But business considerations alone did not drive the 
county's editors to political partisanship. Most clearly 
believed that the forthright declaration of partisan views 
was an essential part of their duty as journalists, and 
partisan considerations sometimes trumped business 
goals when there was a conflict. One week after Wickes 
assumed control of the Advance, the paper commented 
on a sudden decline in advertising that it attributed to 
its newfound Populist convictions. The Advance vowed 
to stay the course, declaring, "we are not at all disheart­
ened. In fact, we expected it----To our Populist friends
we would say, you have wanted a paper in the county 
which would advocate your principles squarely. You 
now have such a paper, but it takes money to run it." 
More often, however, editors saw no conflict between 
partisanship and business goals. In Lamoni, W. H. Deam 
stayed away from partisan affiliation during the state 
elections in 1895 but declared in February 1896 that the 
Chronicle was officially joining the ranks of Republican 
papers. "This course is adopted because it is believed 
to be the best for the publisher, the patrons and the pub­
lic in general," Deam explained.
On the subject of partisanship, the Decatur County 
Journal spoke for the vast majority of county editors
when it proclaimed in April















1896 that the straightfor­
ward promotion of political 
opinions was a "Mark of 
Patriotism." "There is a mis­
taken notion abroad that 
earnest partisan convictions 
unfit a person for citizen­
ship or public office, and 
that some exclusive and 
popular virtue attaches to 
non partisanship, or rather 
to an individual who can 
truthfully boast that he has 
no clear and positive politi­
cal persuasions. The impres­
sion is due to pharisaical 
bigotry and an erroneous
The man with SMALL Income, who The man with GREAT Income, who 
pays BIG interest and tax«. RECEIVES big interest and pays small
taxes.
OPPOSED TO INCOME TAX, BUT INTEREST MUST BE PAID IN GOLD.
Billing itself a s“the only Demo­
c ra t ic  p a p e r  in D e c a tu r  
County,” the Leon Reporter ran 
this cartoon on August 27,1896, 
faulting the Republican Party 
and the gold standard.
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Gold le t te r ing  on shell 
badges for McKinley and 
silvery white campaign 
ribbons for Bryan (oppo­
site page) echoed the key 
issue of the 1896 election: 
the gold standard versus 
bimetallism, the use of 
both gold and silver for 
currency.
idea of the duties of an American citizen. . . . No one 
can point to a single reform in this country which has 
ever been brought about by a non partisan leader or 
organ. Partisanship freed the slave, gave 160 acres to 
every poor man, and suppressed a gigantic rebellion/' 
Reflecting their commitment to political advocacy, 
most of the Decatur County newspapers devoted their 
front pages almost entirely to political news and parti­
san commentary. Front pages became platforms for their 
party and venues for attacks on the opposition. Politi­
cal parties stoked the partisan inclinations of editors, 
preparing special material for publication by newspa- 
elections approached, Decatur County papers 
‘he names of the candidates leading the favored
party ticket on the front page along with locally written 
commentarv and editorials culled from out-of-townJ
newspapers. There could be no mistaking the political 
orientation of the Journal in November 1895 when it re­
ported on the Republican sweep of state offices. Under 
a front-page cartoon of a rooster crowing about the GOP 
victory, the paper's account of the election results be­
gan, "ThankGod, it is another Republican landslide."
So as they reported and commented on the rich tableau of personalities and issues that domi­nated the 1896 campaign for the White House, editors in Decatur County felt no need to pull their punches. In Leon, Millard F. Stookey's 
Decatur County Journal sought to rally readers to the Re­
publican cause, praising the party's candidates and po­
sitions and excoriating Democrats. O. E. Hull, at the 
Democratic Leon Reporter, emerged as a strong advocate 
for the party of Jackson and Jefferson and rivaled 
Stookey in his contempt for political opponents. In 
Lamoni, W. H. Deam's College Cihj Chronicle joined the 
Republican ranks and lobbed salvos at Democrats, while 
Daniel F. Lambert, in the pages of the Independent Pa­
triot, stayed above the partisan fray but argued vigor­
ously for currency reform. Meanwhile, in Davis City, 
the Advance crusaded for the Populists. As Decatur 
County's editors battled for influence, the 1896 presi­
dential election emerged as a high-stakes news event in 
which hard-edged partisan commentary and reporting 
became both a business requirement and a civic duty. 
For newspaper readers in Decatur County, this meant 
an extraordinary year of lively political journalism.
Decatur County newspapers provided early indi­
cations of their highly charged partisan approach to the 
presidential campaign in their assessment of President 
Grover Cleveland's record on dealing with the economy. 
As Cleveland returned to the White House for a second 
term in 1893 after losing the office to Republican Ben­
jamin Harrison for an intervening term, the national 
economy spiraled into depression. In Decatur County 
as well as in the rest of the country, views on the Demo­
crat Cleveland were colored by opinions about the cur­
rency system.
To remedy the deflation that plagued the American 
economy in the decades after the Civil War, debtors 
farmers in particular—favored "bimetallism," the use 
of both gold and silver for currency. Pumping unlim­
ited quantities of silver—"free silver"—into circulation, 
silver advocates believed, would increase the supply of 
money, inflate prices, and make it easier for farmers to 
pay mortgages and other loans. "Nobody is satisfied
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*with the price of labor or farm products; and no won­
der. These things have been measured by the single gold 
standard," an item in the Davis City Advance complained.
On the other hand, banking and business interests 
opposed the use of silver, arguing that it threatened to 
undermine the soundness and stability of the currency 
system. In Lamoni, the Chronicle asserted that the inter­
ests of bankers and farmers were identical on the cur­
rency question. "Every business man is glad when the 
farmers are prosperous with good crops and good 
prices. It is to the interest of financiers that we have a 
revival of business and prosperous times. The best fin­
anciers say silver will not restore confidence."
Cleveland antagonized silver supporters because he 
opposed using the precious metal to expand the money 
supply. In 1893, Congress, at the urging of the White 
House, repealed the Sherman Silver Purchase Act, a 
measure that authorized the limited use of silver for cur­
rency. When Treasury gold supplies began to dwindle, 
the president further enraged silver supporters by pur­
chasing gold from J. Pierpont Morgan and other bank­
ers through the sale of bonds on terms highly favorable 
to the financiers.
While the administration's pro-gold stance infuri­
ated silver supporters, many Republicans were also un­
happy with the Democrats for the repeal of the highly 
protective McKinley Tariff Act of 1890. In its place the 
Democratic-controlled Congress passed legislation that 
lifted tariffs on items such as raw wool and lumber but 
left them in place on commodities such as iron, glass, 
chemicals, and sugar. The measure also eliminated reci­
procity provisions of the McKinley Act that farmers had 
hoped would promote exports. "Farmers," historian 
Ray Ginger concludes, "were sacrificed." Because it re­
tained many protectionist provisions, Cleveland refused 
to sign the bill, but Republicans blamed him anyway 
when it became law without his signature. In 1894, pow­
ered by widespread discontent with Cleveland, Repub­
licans made massive electoral gains in the House and 
Senate to regain control of Congress.
By early 1896, the assessment of the president made 
several years earlier by Andrew Carnegie—"Cleveland 
is a pretty good fellow"—seemed wildly erroneous to 
most Decatur County editors and many other Ameri­
cans. In November 1895, the Chronicle's "Letter from 
Washington" saw in the Republican gains of that year, 
as well as in the Republican recapture of Congress a 
year earlier, clear evidence that voters had shaken off 
"the hoodoo under which they elected Mr. Cleveland 
President." The Decatur County Journal attributed the 
depletion of Treasury gold reserves, the subsequent con­
troversial bond sales, and the nation's depressed eco­
nomic condition to the repeal of the McKinley Tariff 
Act—and put the blame for repeal squarely on the presi­
dent and his Democratic congressional allies. A long 
item in the Journal complained that Cleveland had not 
learned that high tariffs protect prosperity at home, "the 
most obvious lesson of the democratic panic of 1893." 
The Journal also took delight in noting Cleveland's un­
popularity in a humorous item in December 1895. "Cor­
respondence from London to the leading daily papers 
asserts that 'England likes President Cleveland still.' 
Well, the democrats in the United States like him that 
way too, but he will look up and make a noise occa­
sionally."
The Populist Advance, likewise, left no doubt where 
it stood on the president. "Patrick Henry said, 'Give us 
liberty or give us death.' Grover says, 'Give us gold and 
we will give you bonds and take the boodle.' One was a 
patriot, what is the other?" Cleveland's ample girth pro­
vided an easy target for the Advance when it printed an 
item referring to the president as "Old Tub-of-Fat." But 
nothing made the paper's contempt for bond deals, the 
gold standard, bankers, and the administration plainer 
than a vitriolic item announcing that financier J. Pierpont 
Morgan's "10,000 dollar dog drowned itself the other 
day while the master of hounds was out exercising his 
lordship's pups. Any self respecting dog would rather 
die than eat the food bought by money stolen from the 
United States in the last bond deal."
D ecatur County editors, like their counter­parts elsewhere, kept close watch on po­litical developments and assessed the situation according to their partisan in­clinations as the campaign took shape. 
As county editors searched the field of presidential 
hopefuls, their gaze fell initially on two of Iowa's fa­
vorite sons. For the Democratic nomination, the Leon 
Reporter backed former Iowa governor Horace Boies (the 
only Democrat to be elected governor in Iowa between 
1854 and 1932). In February 1896, Hull's paper hailed 
his endorsement by Buchanan County Democrats and 
predicted that Boies would prove "the strongest candi­
date that the democracy can put up." Another item in 
the Reporter informed readers that Boies's support ex­
tended well beyond Iowa into the South, largely due to 
his support for silver. Similar reports continued to ap­
pear in Hull's paper despite Boies's protest in March 
that he was not seeking the Democratic nomination.
Meanwhile, in the campaign for the Republican 
presidential nomination, Ohio governor and former U.S. 
congressman William McKinley faced a number of ri­
vals. Decatur County's Republican editors initially fa­
vored U.S. Senator William Boyd Allison of Dubuque. 
A rooster displayed on the front page of the Journal in 
November 1895 is pictured as saying, "I crow for . . . 
Allison for president in 1896." Nevertheless, it soon be­
came apparent that McKinley was winning the battle 
for the nomination. An item in the Chronicle in March 
1896 reflected his growing strength. While the paper 
hailed Allison's stand on trade and currency questions 
and proclaimed him "one of the greatest statesmen of 
the age," it acknowledged that McKinley would be an 
acceptable candidate. The Journal argued in April that 
the choice of McKinley or Allison mattered little to Iowa 
Republicans. They were "not so much concerned 
whether Allison or McKinley shall be president as they 
are to rid themselves of the free trade curse which is ... 
bringing hard times and bankruptcy to every hearth­
stone."
McKinley's emergence as the Republican front-runner 
also caught the attention of the Democratic Reporter. In 
March the paper attacked McKinley's record on tariffs. 
"Just as people suffering from alcoholism crave more 
of the ruinous stimulant, so now the people who are 
suffering from McKinleyism are thirsting for more of 
the deadly poison," the Reporter warned on March 26. 
The paper also ridiculed the politics of McKinley's home 
state. Informing readers that the Ohio state legislature 
had recently passed a law banning the wearing of high 
hats in theaters, the paper commented, "The fool killer 
i , i' nty vork to do, and he shouldn't neglect it."
The partisan edge of Decatur County's newspapers 
sharpened as the parties selected their presidential 
nominees. In June, the Republicans nominated 
McKinley on the first ballot in St. Louis. In July, Will­
iam Jennings Bryan's stirring "Cross of Gold" speech 
won the hearts of the delegates at the Democratic con­
vention in Chicago and earned him the party's presi­
dential nomination. Two weeks later he received the 
nomination of the Populist Party. Party platforms, de­
tailed coverage of the proceedings, and engravings of 
the candidates appeared in the newspapers. Decatur 
County editors seasoned their convention coverage with 
plenty of pointed front-page commentary and contin­
ued to portray the campaign in starkly partisan hues 
through the summer and fall.
Republican papers loyally lined up behind 
McKinley after he won that party's nomination. The 
Journal could barely contain its excitement. "The Ticket 
Will Be A Winner," a Journal headline confidently fore­
cast on June 25. On the same day, the Chronicle pro­
claimed in Lamoni: "The convention at St. Louis sim­
ply ratified the wishes of the people. Next November 
there will be another ratification of McKinley, protec­
tion and sound money."
As for the Democrats, Bryan burst Boies's bubble 
when he seized the Democratic nomination with his 
"Cross of Gold" speech. The Reporter grudgingly noted 
the Nebraskan's "special luck in speeches" in its first 
post-convention issue but soon became an enthusiastic 
supporter of the Nebraska orator. At the end of the 
month, the Reporter reprinted an item from the Red Oak 
Sun that likened Bryan to Lincoln. The Journal, how­
ever, dismissed Bryan's chances, calling the Nebraskan 
"unquestionably the weakest candidate ever presented 
to a democratic national convention." Nor did the pa­
per think much of Bryan's intellect. " Bryan is not a pro­
found thinker. He is merely a man of lively parts, quick 
observation, and profusely endowed with the gift of 
gab."
In the months following the conventions, Bryan and 
McKinley campaigned in dramatically different styles. 
Bryan traveled 18,000 miles and spoke to 5 million 
people. McKinley campaigned more traditionally, stay­
ing at home in Canton, Ohio, and making speeches from 
the front porch of his home to visiting delegations.
The Republican Journal took a dim view of Bryan s 
campaign. In Chicago, the paper noted, a campaign ap­
pearance had to be canceled due to heat and a disor­
derly crowd, and in New York City "a vigorous use of 
clubs [by] police" secured "a semblance of order." The 
Democratic Leon Reporter, on the other hand, noted the 
" vast assemblage" that turned out to hear Bryan in New
York but made no mention of chaos in its news storv.J
The journal's coverage of McKinley never strayed 
from boosterism. Typical in this regard was its fawning 
account of a delegation of Pennsylvania workers visit­
ing McKinley at his Ohio home, where McKinley de­
tailed his views on tariffs and currency. The newspaper 
noted the workers' enthusiastic endorsement of his 
views parenthetically (as "tremendous cheering") 
throughout its transcript of his remarks. 
McKinley's "front porch" campaign left 
little for Democratic editors to aim at, 
but that didn't stop Hull's 
Leon Reporter from at­
tacking the Republican 
nominee for his ties to 
Ohio financier Mark 
Hanna and other 
well-heeled Repub­
lican supporters.
McKinley "Is Owned 
by Hanna," the Re­
porter harrumphed in 
an October headline.
"M'Kinley Will Never Be Our 
President."
n Decatur County, as elsewhere, 
economic questions—tariffs 
and currency—dominated the 
campaign as the nation strug­
gled with the aftermath of the 
depression. As part of their campaign 
coverage, editors from Leon to Lamoni 
gave detailed attention to these issues, 
offering readers extensive commentary, with prescrip­
tions for economic recovery depending on the paper's 
political orientation.
The Republican papers initially had stressed a re­
turn to the protectionism of the McKinley Tariff Act as 
the best cure for the nation's economic woes. The Journal's 
support for protectionism led to a brief feud with the 
Cedar Rapids Gazette that highlighted what was at stake 
for Iowans in the debate on tariff policy. Under the head­
line "Free Trade Yawp," Stookey's journal derided the 
Gazette's criticism of sugar tariffs imposed under the 
McKinley Act. Stookey, claiming that Iowans spent more 
than $7 million annually to buy 180 million pounds of 
sugar, argued that the tariff promoted the development 
of a sugar beet industry in the United States. Iowa, he 
added, contained "a vast area of soil" ideal for growing 
sugar beets; with properly protectionist tariff policies,
In the  1896 campaign, brass 
“goldbugs” were popular lapel 
pins and watch fobs for support­
ers of the gold standard. (Size: 
one inch wide.) shsitoesmoinesi
"there is no reason why we should not produce what 
we can consume ourselves and keep our millions in our 
own pockets." The Gazette responded by charging that 
" the Leon Journal is in favor of taxing Iowa farmers who 
raise cheap corn, cheap oats, cheap potatoes, cheap 
horses and hogs and cattle that pay none too well in 
order to pay a bounty to the sugar trust." Stookey re­
mained unperturbed. He dismissed this attack 
by one of the state's leading papers as a "speci­
men of falsehood and misrepresentation."
The county's Republican papers 
also highlighted the difficul­
ties experienced by the 
Meek woolen mill in 
Bonaparte as an ex­
ample of the suffering 
caused by free trade in 
Iowa. In an item re­
printed from the 
Burlington Hawk-Eye 
in March, the Decatur 
County journal detailed 
layoffs at the mill and at­
tempts by its owner to sell a 
$25,000 dam to the state. Making the 
Van Burén County mill's plight more 
remarkable, the Journal noted, was that 
its owner was a well-known champion 
of free trade.
As the campaign continued, the 
currency controversy supplanted trade 
as the major issue for Decatur County 
editors and the national press alike. The 
debate about gold versus bimetallism 
emerged as the primary issue of the 
campaign after Republicans adopted a "sound money" 
plank at their national convention in June, declaring 
support for the gold standard until or unless silver was 
accepted for use as currency overseas. The phrase 
" 16-to-l," referring to the ratio of silver to gold needed 
to mint a dollar coin, became a campaign rallying cry 
for Populists and Democrats.
Before the Republican convention, the journal had 
asserted the primacy of the trade issue. "Whether we 
have gold or silver mono-metallism, or bimetallism, 
there will be no permanent prosperity among the people 
until the tariff is adjusted on protection lines," the pa­
per wrote in February. As McKinley and the Republi­
cans embraced gold and sound money, so did the jour­
nal. A June 25 headline proclaiming "Free Silver Not 
Satisfactory" signaled this change in emphasis. A simi­
lar change occurred in the pages of the Chronicle. On
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June 18, Deam's paper assailed the Cleveland 
administration's trade policies as the "cause of hard 
times" but gave more prominent play to the Republi­
can "sound money" platform plank.
The Journal stepped up its attack on silver advocates 
after the Democrats nominated Bryan. In a front-page 
editorial on July 16, the Journal declared that the cur­
rency issue was of prime importance 
to Iowa and avowed that "The People 
Want Prosperity—Not Free Silver."
"The people of Iowa, and especially the 
farmers and laborers of Decatur county, 
have been robbed of thousands of dol­
lars under democratic rule which cer­
tainly ought to make them conserva­
tive in their political judgments. To add 
the free silver humbug to the list of 
democratic experiments is not to sup­
ply a panacea for the distress and star­
vation which has attended a democratic
free trade policy__ Let no honest man
be deceived by the free silver shriekers 
and the long haired, beer guzzling an­
archists who have temporarily ob­
tained control of the democratic party.
They are just now making windy ap­
peals to our farmers and laborers but 
they will make but little headway."
The Journal turned to a variety of 
sources to make the case against silver 
as the campaign continued. In August, 
it heralded a speech by Ohio's senator 
John Sherman, the "Great Financier"
(and brother of prominent Des Moines 
businessman Hoyt Sherman), who ap­
pealed for a "safe, sound and stable cur­
rency" and warned against the danger 
of free silver. In September, the Journal 
turned to a higher authority. In an ar­
ticle headlined "The Bible on 16-to-l," 
the paper cited Deuteronomy to con­
clude that those who support the free 
coinage of silver "are an abomination 
unto the Lord thy God."
Anticipating that the Democrats would adopt a pro­
silver platform plank, the Reporter in early July began 
to trumpet the virtues of bimetallism. Attacking 
McKinley on the issue, the paper chuckled that, having 
embraced the gold standard, "the little Napoleon has 
indeed met his Waterloo." After the Democratic con­
vention, the Reporter printed the party's currency plank, 
sometimes on the front page and sometimes on inside
pages, with a decorative border around the text to high­
light the item.
The Reporter also played to the frustrations of farm­
ers. In October, Hull seized on a resolution passed by 
the "Creston Railway Men's Sound Money Club" that 
endorsed the Republican currency plank as the best 
means of protecting the value of railroad stock and rail­
road jobs. "Do the farmers want to cast 
their votes in aid of the railroads?" the 
Reporter asked. "Do the farmers want 
to keep the price of their produce which 
the employes of the railway corporation 
have to buy down to the present star­
vation prices . . . ? If not we fail to see 
how they can blindly close their eyes 
to their own interests and vote in favor 
of a single gold standard policy."
The currency question also 
emerged as the major campaign issue 
in the pages of the Populist Davis Cih/ 
Advance, where the issue had long pre­
occupied of the paper. Occasionally its 
feisty attacks on anti-silver banking in­
terests strayed into anti-Semitism: 
"Eighteen hundred years ago the Jews 
crucified Christ. They have improved 
since then; instead of killing they take 
a mortgage, which gives them all of the 
proceeds of labor above a bare living," 
the paper had snarled in 1895.
With the campaign swinging into 
high gear, the Advance maintained its 
focus on currency. As a loyal Populist 
paper, it dutifully reprinted the party's 
platform, with its call for government 
ownership of railroads and a graduated 
income tax, on its front page for four 
straight weeks beginning in early Au­
gust. Otherwise, however, the paper 
paid little heed to tax, transportation, 
and other reform questions, editorial­
izing instead on currency and silver.
Shortly after the Republican con­
vention, the Advance derided the party's 
"sound money" plank in ringing tones. "Great Gods and 
little fishes! Somebody has been guilty of a lying record 
that would put the imps of satan to shame," the paper 
thundered in early July. The Advance compared gold 
supporters to the followers of Aaron, who fashioned 
the golden calf in the desert and worshiped it as a god. 
Like the Journal, the Advance cited scriptural authority, 
turning to the Book of Mormon to find an endorsement
Thin celluloid covers the portrait 
of the nominees ratified in Des 
Moines. Celluloid first appeared 
on campaign buttons in 1896.
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of free silver in an attempt to appeal to the Reorganized 
Latter Day Saints concentrated in the southern half of 
Decatur County. " If our Latter Day Saint friends are well 
posted and consistent, we do not see how they can avoid 
favoring Bryan in the present contest," the paper argued 
in October. "How a man can honestly claim to believe 
that book, and yet vote for the present Republican plat­
form, is a mystery."
The Lamoni Independent Patriot offered perhaps the 
most dramatic example of the primacy of the currency 
question in Decatur County. While Daniel Lambert con­
tinued to maintain the paper's editorial independence, 
he left no doubt about the paper's support for silver. As 
the campaign year progressed, commentary in the 
Independent Patriot became increasingly focused on cur­
rency questions. The paper had long espoused bimetal­
lism, but the importance Lambert attached to the use of 
silver and gold became especially apparent in late June 
after the Republican convention, when he argued that 
the upcoming presidential campaign should be a refer­
endum on currency. In September, he published a re­
markably detailed explication of the paper's support 
for bimetallism. According to the its analysis, the "ap­
preciating dollar" produced by the gold standard threat­
ened Americans' prosperity and political independence. 
This loss, in turn, jeopardized prospects for freedom 
throughout the world "because it is our duty and privi­
lege to be a political light and largely a political savior 
to the world." As a result, Lambert concluded, the cur­
rency question "is of as great or greater consequence to 
the world than the question of slavery; and demands of 
every patriot a bold, fearless and if necessary defiant 
stand for what he believes to be right and just, and for 
the greatest good of his nation and the world."
A fter a year of reading about the presiden­tial campaign and the issues, on Novem­ber 3 Decatur County voters rendered their verdict on Bryan and McKinley, silver and gold. Voter turnout throughout Decatur 
County was 31 percent higher for the presidential elec­
tion than for the gubernatorial race in 1895. While 
McKinley easily carried Iowa with 56 percent of the vote, 
defeating Bryan by more than 55,000 votes, Bryan eked 
out a narrow victory in Decatur County, defeating 
McKinley by 95 ballots and capturing slightly more than 
50 percent of the vote.
Reaction to the results was as spirited as the cover­
age of the campaign. Only a year earlier the Chronicle 
had offered the briefest rundown of election results on 
its front page and poked fun at overtly partisan papers.
The Chronicle showed no such restraint this time, run­
ning a series of pointed items heralding the Republican 
victory and mocking Bryan. "McKinley is elected. Ha, 
ha," typified the tone of the Chronicle. In Leon, Hull was 
clearly overjoyed by the local results, which included a 
sweep by Democrats in county races. The Reporter 
tweaked William Allen White, the Kansas editor whose 
famous "What's the Matter with Kansas?" editorial 
mocked that state's Populists. "What's the matter with 
Decatur County?" Hull gloated November 5. "The 'an­
archists' have captured Decatur County." Nor could 
Hull resist taking a shot at his Leon rival, the journal. 
Hull speculated about the business implications of the 
county Democratic victory on his rival. "Will the Jour­
nal reduce the size of its paper and discharge part of 
the office force?" While pleased with Bryan's showing 
in Decatur County, Hull conceded that the Nebraskan 
had not fared as well nationally. "Boodle and coercion
ITS M’KINLEY!
lie carries the solid East, together 
with Illinois, California, Iowa, 
Indiana, Maryland, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Oregon, West Vir­
ginia and Wisconsin.
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On November 5, 1896, the Democratic Leon Reporter an­
nounced McKinley as the national winner, in a story and head­
lines in the upper corner of the front page. But dominating 
that  same front page was an enormous crowing rooster and 
the results for Decatur County—where Bryan and free silver 
were the winners. (See next page.)
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has been successful, the voters of the cities flocking to 
the support of Mark Hanna's candidate."
Like Hull, Stookey saw the dark hand of graft in 
the results—but he discerned corruption at the local 
level. Bryan's victory in Decatur County, the Journal 
claimed, was the result of "illegal voters and the unlim­
ited use of boodle and whiskey." Strong support for 
Bryan among impoverished small farmers—dismissed 
by Stookey as "long-haired, popocratic hickory- 
peelers"—also played a role in Bryan's local triumph, 
the editor conceded. The outcome clearly embarrassed 
Stookey, who noted that most of the state's counties had 
favored McKinley. "Decatur county is one of the few 
counties which has everlastingly disgraced itself by roll­
ing up a majority . . . for free trade, hard times and a 
debased currency," the Journal complained.
Stookey's shame would prove short-lived. When 
McKinley cruised to a re-election victory over Bryan in 
1900, he carried Decatur County along with the rest of 
Iowa. As prosperity returned, the Populist movement 
fizzled across the country. Republicans held on to the 
White House until 1912, when Woodrow Wilson—the 
first Democratic presidential candidate to carry Iowa in 
60 years—was elected president.
As for the county's newspapers, many continued 
well into the next century but went for years without 
political storms of the size that produced the editorial 
thunderbolts of 1896. The Advance had proved more pro­
phetic, perhaps, than it realized when it urged readers 
to "Get Ready for '96." The confluence of journalistic 
and political trends in that fateful election year produced 
a uniquely colorful chapter in the history of Decatur 
County and Iowa journalism. When the ballots were 
counted, that chapter came to a close. ❖
The author is an editor with the Los Angeles-Washington Post 
News Service and a graduate of Grinnell College. He lives in 
Woodbridge, Virginia.
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